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Sacred Nature and Profane Objects in Seachange. 
 
Abstract. 
 
This paper seeks to interrogate the Seachange phenomena by utilising cultural theoretical 
principles developed by Durkheim (1995[1912]) and later reconceptualised through Smith 
(1999). It is argued that nature plays a significant role within the Seachange discourse by being 
‘sacralised’ against the ‘profane’ metropolis. By interrogating public documentation developed 
by local councils, it is shown that nature is constructed as ‘pristine’ and ‘untouched’. This is 
counter-posed against the city which is aesthetically devoid of authenticity or pleasantness. 
Objects of technology which signify the metropolis then are considered profane and require 
separation from the natural world.  However, the paper shows that through policy innovation, 
this separation is achieved on an aesthetic, predominantly visual level rather than physically, due 
to the demands of these areas for services (Gurran, Squires & Blakely, 2006). This occurs 
through hiding the ‘profane’ objects from the spectacle of nature, or if that is not possible, by 
blending them aesthetically into the natural surrounds. The paper concludes by examining the 
manner in which past ‘mundane’ objects such as 19th century infrastructures, are symbolically 
transformed to represent part of the area’s ‘sacredness’. Thus, the sacred/profane distinction is 
not fixed and immobile, but can shift according to cultural understandings. 
 
Introduction. 
The phenomenon known as Seachange has received substantial interest in both public and 
academic arenas. Whilst most of these pieces are concerned with purely understanding the 
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motivations behind the movement (Burnley and Murphy, 2004; Salt, 2001; Dowling, 2004), a 
few seek to make theoretical sense of the issue or challenge stereotypical viewpoints 
(Osbaldiston, 2006; Ragusa, 2007). In this paper, I seek to interrogate the phenomenon by 
utilising social theoretical tools to examine the relationship that Seachange has towards the 
natural world. Through the Durkheimian (1995[1912]) conceptualisation of the sacred and the 
profane, Seachange will be explored as a process of distinguishing a revered nature against an 
aesthetically unpleasing metropolis. Yet, it is acknowledged that using Durkheim’s (1995[1912]) 
original theories can be problematic for a variety of reasons (Smith, 1999). As such, the paper 
will also integrate Smith’s (1999) typology for analysing the Elementary forms of place. By 
using this reshaping of the sacred/profane dialectic, I examine documentary evidence from 
various sources which illustrate how nature is sacralised in Seachange. Furthermore, the paper 
also explores how material culture impacts on this binary relationship by showing where 
symbolic objects associated with the profane metropolis are governed in a manner in which 
impact upon the aesthetic enjoyment of a Seachange area is minimised. Yet, not all objects once 
considered profane remain boxed into this category. As Smith (1999, 2008) has shown, 
ascension from a profane object/place to a sacralised discourse occurs when a symbolic 
transformation is undertaken through the collective and other arenas of social/political life. In 
Seachange, it will be shown that objects once considered profane within a specific ‘time’ in 
history, are now sacralised through the heritage or nostalgia discourse thus becoming ‘markers of 
the land’. These objects then form part of the ‘sacred’ dialectic and add to the aesthetic 
appreciation of the area. This will be explored towards the end of the paper. 
 
Locating the ‘Sacred’ in Seachange 
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Locating the ‘sacred’ elements of the Seachange phenomenon requires an appreciation of the 
relationship it has towards the natural world. Much space here could also be devoted towards the 
manner in which the ‘self’ is ‘sacralised’ within this geographical/lifestyle shift according to the 
conceptualizations provided by Durkheim (1995[1912]). From this perspective, the consumer of 
Seachange actively seeks for authenticity by engaging in activities that promote ‘realness’ in 
conjunction with other ‘reference groups’ (Goffman, 1959; Etzioni, 2004). Evidence of the 
relative importance of this analysis can be found in the writings of those who research the 
Downshifting and Voluntary Simplicity movements (Schor, 1998; Etzioni, 2004; Hamilton, 
2003). As such, it is certainly something to consider in conjunction with Seachange. In this paper 
however, I shall forego this investigation for another focal point. For in Seachange, as will be 
shown below, there is a distinct and perhaps collectively held belief amongst the wider social 
group that nature itself is sacred requiring separation from the polluted, over-objectified and 
profane metropolis (Durkheim, 1995[1912]; Simmel, 1991[1903]).  
In order to appreciate this, I shall briefly explore the Seachange movement with a focus on its 
relationship to nature. Later, this will be illustrated through empirical data emerging from 
document analysis. Yet previous research has been instrumental in exploring how Seachange 
participants romanticise nature in a quest for the ‘idyllic’ and ‘tranquil’ beach or bush settings 
(Burnley and Murphy, 2004)
i
 . Burnley and Murphy (2004) and Osbaldiston (2006) for instance 
show how Seachangers appear to somehow satisfy a yearning for slower, cleaner and sociable 
existences through living in regional locations encompassed by the natural world. Often, these 
new lifestyles are juxtaposed against the stressful, anxious and mundane metropolis invoking a 
sense that the switch is predominantly aesthetic rather than just visually pleasing (Osbaldiston, 
2006; Dowling, 2004). Of course, motivations between subgroups within Seachange are varied 
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with some emphasising an underlying political reasoning and others highlighting the need to 
reconnect with some spiritual essence of the ‘self’. Yet most Seachangers share a disdain for the 
city similar to Kate Soper (2007:221) who declares with soberness that metropolitan living 
denies aesthetic experiences of ‘total salience’ and ‘clear vision’. This dialectical opposition 
between metropolitan and non-metropolitan areas is well documented in academic history 
through the works of Simmel (1991[1903]); Benjamin (1999[1935]), Kracauer (1995[1963) and 
Williams’s classic (1973) book, The Country and the City. 
Williams (1973:2), unlike the previous authors, highlights how this romantic construction occurs 
by referring to literature (mainly English). This is also exampled in Macnaghten and Urry’s 
(1998) book Contested Natures whereby engagement with the natural world provides 
opportunities for quiet serenity, ‘proper living’ and meditative enjoyment (see also Szersynski, 
2005). Much of the literature analysed in these pieces emerges from a time period where the 
industrial centre represented all that is unholy by ‘invading the human orifices’ with undesirable 
sensations (Macnaghten and Urry, 1998:175). Furthermore, as these pieces show, the movement 
of individuals into the country for aesthetic reasons is historically prevalent. Szersynski 
(2005:105) for instance shows how 19
th
 century escape from the city was motivated by a moral 
and individualistic stance against technological and social progress
ii
. 
The disjunction between city and country/beach in Seachange is built on similar premises. This 
binary opposite, it is proposed, can be located within the cultural conceptualisation of sacred and 
profane produced by Durkheim (1995[1912]) in his well used Elementary Forms of Religious 
Life. Essentially for Durkheim (1995[1912]:34), much of social and cultural life can be analysed 
using these theoretical tools whereby sacred objects or social actions acquire a collective 
sentiment based on narratives of specialness which must be separated or protected from the 
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profane things in order to maintain its significance. Yet Durkheim’s evaluation of this binary 
dialectic has not been without critique, with particular emphasis on his (often misrepresented) 
underlying theme of consensus theorem (see Smith, 2008). Furthermore, Durkheim’s unclear 
definition of the ‘profane’ as either distinctly opposite from the sacred in a value or moral sense, 
or just merely as the ‘mundane’ or everyday of human activity, makes the distinction difficult to 
quantify (Smith, 1999). Identifying this issue, Smith (1999) has provided us with a rigorous 
discussion and typology for analyzing place using Durkheimian theorem. Here for Smith 
(1999:16) ‘elementary forms of place’ can only be conceptualized through the categories of 
‘sacred, profane, liminal and mundane’.  
The core principle for ‘sacred’ places is built on similar components of Durkheim’s original 
assumptions. However, ‘profane’ places are more pronounced by Smith (1999:16) as being 
‘associated with evil and pollution and speak of the depths of depravity’. Between these two 
categories lay the ‘liminal’ place which ‘suspend the traditional moralities’ and are built upon 
‘ludic forms of behavior’ (Smith, 1999:16). Whilst they hold characteristics similar to the 
‘sacred’ and ‘profane’ places, they are based upon principles of ‘absurdity and are sustained by 
‘quasi-ritualised carnivalesque’ activities (Smith, 1999: 20). Unlike these three areas however, 
‘mundane’ places play no special significant role in the collective activities. They are the 
‘entropy state of place’ according to Smith (1999:21), an area which is devoid of special 
narratives and mythical statuses thus provoking no extraordinary thought processes or 
behaviours from individuals. Of course, within this typology there is room for transgression 
between the four types which Smith (1999) illustrates well through examination of the historical 
procession of the area where the Bastille once stood. 
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By using this typology, the difference between Seachange and Metropolitan residents becomes a 
little clearer. The ascent (or rather descent) of urban/city environs from the merely mundane 
towards the profane may well be located within the collective conscious of the subgroup of 
Seachanger. Within this proposition, the city represents not just a mundane, everyday aesthetic 
experience, but one which the Seachanger seeks to escape for feelings of unpleasantness or even 
danger (Osbaldiston, 2006). Thus, the regional location is not just merely admired, rather it is 
constructed as having specific qualities which the ‘profane’ metropolis lacks (Durkheim, 
1995[1912]). How this dichotomy is sustained and even strengthened in Seachange discourse is 
explored below.  
Following Durkheim’s (1995[1912]) original categorization and Smith’s (1999) subsequent 
clarifications, I will show in the following sections how nature is distinguished as sacred against 
the profane metropolis through aesthetic consumption of place. This relationship is a process of 
symbolic interaction whereby a whole range of aesthetic experiences invoke particular sensations 
associated with the area. Whilst examining the manner in which this separation is governed will 
yield a specific understanding of this conceptualisations, marketing publications designed to 
promote the movement within specific locations (in this case the Clarence Valley region in 
Northern New South Wales), expose the fundamental features of a sacralised nature. This is 
important to clarify before moving on in examination. The following examples are a good 
illustration of ‘sacralised’ place: 
 
The countryside is breathtakingly beautiful. Whether you’re exploring the rugged peaks and 
gentle valleys of the high country or cruising the wide open river plains, every turn in the road 
reveals something new and spectacular (Clarence Valley Council, 2006e, p1, italics added) 
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The beaches are punctuated with pristine rivers and streams, rugged headlands, shimmering 
lakes, some of the world’s finest surf breaks – and many are protected by national parks and 
reserves. In fact, the Clarence Coast has the longed stretch of uninhabited coastline in New 
South Wales (Clarence Valley Coast, 2006b, p1, italics added). 
The Clarence Valley is blessed with vast areas of protected bushland and untouched wilderness 
of breathtaking beauty that promise endless opportunities for relaxation, meditation and nature 
based pursuits (Clarence Valley Council, 2006g, p3, italics added). 
 
As displayed in the above quotations, nature within this region is considered to be ‘new and 
spectacular’ as a result of its ‘untouched’ and ‘uninhabited’ landscape. The imagery conjured up 
(and visually displayed within the documents) invokes a feeling of nostalgic delight for a 
landscape untouched by human hand or rather, human technology. The particular sacredness of 
the natural surrounds is directly connected to an overpopulated and over objectified 
urban/metropolitan terrain (Simmel,1991[1903]). Thus the ‘new’ Seachange location provides 
opportunities for subjective development similar to Maslow’s (1954) ‘self-actualisation’ theory. 
Much of the rest of this paper could now deal with arguing against the reliability of nature to 
provoke such emotive responses as detailed in the quotations above considering the reliance 
humans have on ‘non-human’ technologies in order to procure them (Michael, 2000; Latour, 
1991). Indeed, the argument that non-human interferences will frequently disrupt the apparent 
‘untouched’ attributes of nature could be explored in some detailiii. However in doing so, I 
believe we would miss a greater theoretical opportunity to understand how material culture can 
shape the aesthetics of the Seachange sacred/profane experience.  
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Profane Objects and Once Profane Objects: themes of ascent in Seachange locations. 
For the remainder of this paper, I will explore the manner in which material culture impacts on 
the sacred/profane dialectic of Seachange. Objects, it will be shown, play a symbolic role in 
which they can contribute either negatively or positively to the sacredness of nature (Woodward, 
2007). The first task then is to locate the profane objects. To accomplish this, the paper will 
interrogate policy guidance and initiative from the National Seachange Taskforce and the now dissolved 
Noosa Shire Council. These institution’s publications further highlight the distinction required between 
encroaching urbanity and nature. For instance, the paper Meeting the Seachange Challenge implores local 
councils to take action against the detrimental effect of the urban sprawl on ‘aesthetic and experiential 
qualities’ found in Seachange locations (Gurran, Squires & Blakely, 2006:15). They further propose, 
often a local community has undertaken a deliberate strategy to promote their natural assets, only 
to find that they have actually stimulated a rapid population growth that threatens the very values 
that inspired it (Gurran, Squires & Blakely, 2006:15). 
It would appear then that Seachange in other parts of the world has actually ruined the very 
aesthetics which promote participation in the first place
iv. Through Smith’s (1999) typology, 
aesthetic destruction of an area designated as sacred provokes a descent in symbolism to one of 
the other three categories of place (see above). Although not written in similar language, this 
concern is implicitly located within the Noosa Plan.  
The document itself does not advocate for a full separation of objects from natural surrounds. 
Rather, the separation of those objects which are symbolic of the profane metropolis is 
accomplished in a visual sense. This is achieved through a hiding away of profane objects from 
the spectacular. For instance, whilst telecommunications infrastructure is ‘very important’ to the 
areas needs, ‘towers and other installations’ are hidden from ‘visually prominent locations’ or in 
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other words ‘sacred’ areas of nature (Sunshine Coast Regional Council, 2006:3/55). In another 
example, advertising signs which are a common feature of tourist centred areas (for instance, 
accommodation signage), are to be hidden from visibility around ‘waterways’ and beaches 
(Sunshine Coast Regional Council, 2006:10/356). To do so would inhibit the ability for the 
consumer of the visual experience to feel apart or separated from metropolitan environs
v
. Most 
interestingly and not overly explored by this paper, is the concern over other sensations such as 
that of smell. For instance, large garbage containers within more built up areas of Seachange 
locations are to be ‘screened’ off thus eliminating the impact of this very mundane object in both 
the ocular and aromatic aesthetic appeal of the area (Sunshine Coast Regional Council, 2006:9-
324).  
The separation of profane objects from sacralised nature however is not just a matter of veiling. 
Certain urban/metropolitan infrastructures which are important for the area cannot be hidden 
from view. Yet, policy guidance in this area demonstrates that these can be integrated into the 
sacredness of form by transformation symbolically. In a specific example, new infrastructure 
from urban development is to ‘reflect’ the natural environment around it through its ‘external 
colour schemes’ thus adding rather than subtracting from the ‘sense of place’ (Sunshine Coast 
Regional Council, 2006:9-311). Thus, these once ‘profane’ objects are fact re-contextualised by 
blending them into the ‘natural surrounds’. In another smaller attempt to re-configure the object, 
fencing between infrastructure and the beach is to again to ‘reflect the natural environment’ 
through external colours schemes whilst also providing transparency in design  (that is a certain 
distance apart reducing the visual impact of a fence being there at all) (Sunshine Coast Regional 
Council, 2006:9-321). The premise for doing so is to transform the symbolism of the fence to 
blend with the natural surrounds, thus losing its impact on the sacred (Durkheim, 1995[1912]). 
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This transformation of objects through pointed policy is a process of negotiation directed 
through governance. However, another process of ascension to sacred levels is occurring through 
an appeal to the nostalgic senses. Some materials once considered profane or perhaps mundane 
(according to Smith (1999)) are symbolically negotiated to slot into the discourse of sacred. In 
this case, the aesthetic transfer of an object into ‘sacredness’ is based on the ability for certain 
artefacts to be connected symbolically to another time (Miller, 1995; Macnaughten and Urry, 
1998; Woodward, 2007). In this manner, the object contributes positively to the sacredness of 
the natural environs by becoming ‘markers of the land’ representative of the ‘authentic’ 
timescape of the area (Macnaghten and Urry, 1998).  
For instance, the Clarence Valley publications suggest that individuals can consume a ‘rustic, 
early pioneering feel’ through once profane sites such as an abandoned gold rush town or ‘solid 
rock’ tunnel built by ‘convict labour’ (Clarence Valley Council, 2006b:2). Within rural 
townships too there is also a familiar sensation of historical re-connection. Some areas are 
described to be lined with ‘19th Century colonial facades’ with one town’s main street also being 
‘filled with antique treasures’ (Clarence Valley Council, 2006d:2). Later on the documentation 
boasts that the area has a culturally defined sense of ‘old-fashioned values’ and ‘warm friendly 
villages’ (Clarence Valley Council, 2006e:2). Thus objects of the past, whether a 19th century 
awning or brickwork from convict labour, appear to form part of the sacred aesthetic of the 
region.  
These once ‘mundane’ or ‘profane’ objects then now ascend to contribute to the sacredness of 
the area. This is achieved by imbuing a sense of nostalgia through these objects for ‘time 
forgotten’ when things were simpler and centred on ‘community, neighbourliness and mutuality’ 
(Macnaughten and Urry, 1998:161). Against such is the belief that time in metropolitan areas is 
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disconnected, unsociable and individualised (Macnaughten and Urry, 1998). Such a 
juxtaposition of values is imperative then as the sacred cannot exist without the profane 
(Durkheim (1995[1912]). 
 
Conclusion. 
Throughout this paper, I have explored the sacred/profane dichotomy that exists within the 
Seachange discourse in contemporary Australia. Essentially, this relationship is constructed, as 
illustrated, upon the ideals that regional locations are devoid of objects and populations readily 
found in the metropolis. Sacred nature then needs protecting or separating from urbanity in order 
to maintain its intrinsic value. However, within Seachange, certain technologies such as 
Telecommunications and various infrastructures symbolic of the city are important for the 
region’s growth and attractiveness (Gurran, Squires & Blakely, 2005). As such, these ‘profane’ 
objects are governed so that they do not impact upon the aesthetic values of the area. Local 
councils then react to this dialectic by hiding or blending these objects from the visual through 
either physical location, colour schematics or construction. 
However, as Smith (1999, 2008) demonstrates, sacredness and profanity in place/object 
construction is not fixed or immobile. In this case, we have viewed how objects such as facades 
(infrastructure) can imbue a sense of ‘time forgotten’ and community togetherness thus 
positively adding to the sacred. Thus we can conclude as Durkheim (1995[1912]) suggests 
himself, that the sacred is not concrete, but rather able to shift according to social understanding. 
Within the Seachange discourse then, ‘sacredness’ applies to not only natural environments, but 
objects as well. 
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i
  Here I combine a manner of differently labelled movements into one. For instance, Treechange (movement into 
the bush or countryside), T-change (Tasmanian migration), Hillchange (movement into hilly countrysides and 
towns such as Toowoomba) and Greenchange (movement into green countrysides and farming communities) all 
involve a similar process to Seachange which is predominantly, and perhaps attributed to the television show, 
known as the shift towards the beach. Whilst all these different movements are important in their own 
investigation, it is unimportant to this paper to distinguish between each of them in a detailed manner. As such, 
the more popular term of Seachange (albeit ugly at times) will be used in this paper to describe all these 
migrations. 
 
ii
 Also highlighted by certain Seachangers in previous research (see Osbaldiston, 2006; Dowling, 2005).  
 
iii
 What I mean here is an acceptance that we can never truly be ‘alone’ with nature in a ‘romantic gaze’ type 
situation (Macnaughten and Urry, 1998). Interruptions from technologies like planes, 4wds, other humans 
(Michael, 2000), even workers cleaning walking tracks would most certainly disrupt the one on one engagement 
with nature.  
 
 
iv
 For instance, the document discusses in some detail the problems of aesthetic spoiling which have occurred in 
Costa del Sol (Spain) as a result of immigration from other areas (especially England) of Amenity Migrants (Moss, 
2006 – similar to Seachangers). Urban development has now dominated areas of once pristine aesthetic value 
(Gurran, Squires & Blakely, 2006). 
 
 
v
 In a previous paper (Osbaldiston, 2007) I have argued that Seachange is amicable to Simmelian theoretical 
analysis using his essay on ‘The Adventure’ (Simmel, 1991*1910+). Through his understanding then, making the 
‘experience’ aesthetically different from ‘everyday’ life is tantamount to a successful adventure. Whilst there are 
various theoretical reinterpretations to be made in arguing this case, the ‘Adventure’ still maintains significance in 
the Seachange phenomenon. 
